Balkan history in the late 5th to 6th c. A.D. period is viewed by scholars as, at best, a respite from a series of devastating barbarian raids and, at worst, as another stepping-stone on the path to the inevitable loss of imperial control over the region. This paper redresses these perceptions by portraying the reigns of Anastasius and Justinian as a period in which the Romans/ Byzantines were taking the initiative and 'winning' in their military and diplomatic dealings with the barbarians. These emperors devoted considerable political energy and economic and military resources to restoring imperial military authority in the northern Balkans.
Introduction
The history of military encounters and diplomatic affairs in the northern Balkans between the late 5th and late 6th c. A.D. has not been treated in great detail by secondary works. Modern histories of the late antique Balkans have focused predominantly on the 4th to 5th c. and 6th to 7th c. periods, during which the area was invaded and colonised by Visigoths, Ostrogoths and the Huns of Attila; and the Avars and Slavs, respectively.1 The works that cover the Anastasian and Justinianic periods of Balkan history have done so in the context of broader histories on the late antique or 6th c. Balkans, or in studies of the barbarian groups that are attested in the Balkans in this period.2 Meanwhile, histories of the Anastasian and alexander sarantis Justinianic periods have generally concentrated on the Persian Wars, and, for Justinian, the reconquest of the West Roman provinces.3
There has been an associated tendency to view the Balkan region in this period as a backwater, a low priority to the imperial authorities, which, still reeling from the invasions and settlement by Goths and Huns during the 4th to 5th c. A.D., would be doomed as soon as a barbarian group as powerful as Attila's Huns emerged once again north of the Danube.4 Even though historians have credited Justinian for his fortification programme and diplomatic policies in the Balkans, they have not recognised his strategic prioritisation of the region and deployment of field armies there.5 The nature of the textual sources is partly to blame. What little material has survived on Balkan affairs in the Anastasian and Justinianic periods comprises isolated references in chronicles or narrative histories.6 For example, Procopius' passages on the Balkans are brief and fragmentary in comparison with those on the Persian, Vandalic and Gothic wars, to which he devoted entire books. Further, this major historian portrays imperial policies in the Balkans in a negative light, using hyperbolic phrases to exaggerate the impact and frequency of barbarian raids, and to play down imperial successes on the battlefield.7
Archaeologists have contributed to this gloomy portrayal of the 5th to 6th c. A.D. Balkans. Because most of the material evidence cannot be accurately dated to a particular reign, they have understandably tended
